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I Chma’s Grand Strategy and the Statecraft of Zhou Eniai 
I 

Overvlew 

Communist Chma’s declslon to inmate a dialogue with the capitalist. lmpenahst United 

States 1Jd to the watershed visit to Beijing of President Tlvon and changed the d! namlcs of 

mternatlonal pohtlcs Zhou Enlar. the statesman entrusted by Chanman -Mao mth carrying out this 

extraor mary reversal, guided a risky venture to solid success by employing a strategy which d 
/ 

focused on the geopolltlcal factors pushmg the two nations together rather than on the differences 

separatlhg them Patient, careful diplomacy was the key to Zhou’s success in this endeavor, but 

equally ;mportant was his (and kfao’s) ability to assess the world m realist terms and craft means of 

both deterring the threats they perceived and advancing China’s overall interests. This paper 

examines wh> Chinese leaders decided to end then nation’s lsolatlon from the West, the strategy 

they desIgned to achleke this goal and the successtil methods used to carry it out 

Context 

Several key developments m the late 1960’s persuaded Mao and Zhou that China s self- 

lmposeq lsolatlon was no longer a viable pohcy The first. and most important, was the Sovelet 

Umon’s adoption of an increasingly aggressive posture The Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia m 

1968 and the promulgation of the Brezhnev doctrine which -‘asserted ?vIoscow’s nght to Intervene m 

Communist countries whose pollcles det lated from Kremlin standards”’ convinced the Chinese that 

the Russians could contemplate an attack on China In 3farch of the followrng year. the long- 

standin: terrltorlal dispute behveen Chma and the Soviet Union escalated when troops stationed 
I 

along thk border clashed This was followed by a ‘Soviet dlplomatlc offensive cailmg for the 

estabhsfiment of a ‘sj stem of collects\ e secunt) m Xsla’ N hlch the Chinese interpreted as a mole to 



isolate them ’ These events, combined wrth Soviet actions m Cuba. Africa and elsewhere. 

heightened Beymg’s anxiety about Soviet intentions Furthermore, any ldeologlcal symmetry that 

had once existed was erased by -\Ioscow’s mablhty to tolerate different interpretations of soclahst 

theory The Chinese openly crmclzed the Sovrets for engaging in soclahst lmpenalism and reJected 

Ikfoscowv’s theones of ‘hmned sovereignty’, ‘mtematlonal dlctatorshlps‘ and ‘soclalmt 

community’ 3 

iThe second factor was China’s perceptron that the Umted States m the late 60’s was losing 

its dommant posmon m the world Ronald Keith wrrtes that “Mao and Zhou \+ere fascinated by the 

growing internal and external contradrctlons affecting American politics” and cites de\ elopments 

such as ‘the anti-Vietnam war movement, the clvll rights movement, and the decline of the dollar as 

mdlcatlons that the U S would not be able to sustain its heavy overseas commitments ’ !viao and 

Zhou were aware of U S efforts to extricate itself mrhtarrly from Southeast Asia and were 

concerned that forces more hostlle to China than the U S , enher the Soviet Union or a resugent 

Japan. might fill the resultmg power vacuum (The Chinese womed that Japanese mllnansm was 

being rev rved and that Nixon’s pohcres could “generate an msecurrty m Japanese society that might 

feed tradmonal ultra-natronahsm ‘*’ ) 

The third factor \vas an lmpllcn recognmon of China’s mlhtary weakness Zhou repeatedly 

asserted China’s reJection of superpower status on ldeologlcal grounds, but as Henry Krssmger 

notes. .. it was both true and prudent China needed us precisely because it did not ha\e the strength 

to balance the Sot let Union by Itself -‘6 By the same tohen. China‘s neak mlhtary posmon made a 

’ Ronald C Keith The Dtplottm1 of Zhou Et&n (A ew k ori\ St Martm s Press 1989) pp i 87- I SS 
’ Ibld 
’ Ibld 3 i 86 
’ lbld p 192 
I’ Hen? lksmger. f hue Hoztr CJ ‘a7rs (Boston Lmle &own. 1979) p 749 



U S -Soviet ‘condommmm’ its ultimate nightmare Talk of detente between the U S and Russia 
I 

only served to fuel Chmese concerns 

in sum. -Mao and Zhou saw the \torld balance of power shlftmg in favor of an increasingly 

I 
hostile Soviet Union which they could not independently deter. US -Soviet collusion could not be 

ruled oui. In this light. isolation no longer seemed sensrble 

China’s’ Interests and Goals 

The People’s Republic of China had existed for less than 25 years m 1970 and Chairman 

Mao was stall m the process of consohdatmg control It is understandable that I\llao and Zhou ‘s 

primary interest and first pnonty was the survival of the Chinese state, or in Mao’s terms, 
I 

mamtammg China’s unity and independence Indeed, ‘independence and self-rehance’ seems to 

have bee,n the mantra of Zhou’s generation But these concepts encompassed more than mere 

survival Independence meant both freedom from physical dommatlon by outsiders. and 

independence m polmcal thought and action, such as mterpretmg and apply mg socialist ideology 

Self-reliance referred primarily to basic national defense but could also be used to Justify non- 

mvolvement m conflicts outsrde China While world revolution and the eventual trmmph of 

socialist ideas were often referred to, these were understood to be goals requnmg hundreds, if not 

thousands, of years to achieve 

Mao and Zhou determined that Soviet ambmons \\ere the greatest threat to China’s 

independence Although Foreign Minister Zhou took steps to keep relations filth the Sovret Umon 

under control. reliance on So\ let goodwill would have been naive To mamtam Independence and 

unq , thFy would need fnends wrth strong mlhtary capabllrtles Isolation could not accomplish 
I 

thw The Lmted States. Russia s nemesis. was the ob\ lous choice and the electlon of Richard 

Uluon gq\e the Chinese an opportunlt> which the) seized Henry Klssmger xtrltes that * \lao and 



Chou openly expressed then preference for Richard Axon over the wayward representatives of 
I 
1 

Amencan hberahsm”,’ and 1fao is reported to have told a U S Senator that he had been impresed 

with Xlxon’s 1967 article m Fez-ezgzz Afizrs m which Nixon had “dropped his prex lous insistence 

on the domino theory and emphasrsed the need for ‘patzence born of realism m understandmg the 

importance of China’s future role m world affairs” * hfao and Zhou gambled that this Amencan 

admmlstratzon would be less antagonrstlc to China and offered high-level talks 

Closer ties with the U S , if achieved, offered the best guarantee against Soviet aggression 

Chinese goals were clearly understood by Klssmger who wrote “The Chmese want to relieve 

themselves of the threat of a hvo front war, mtroduce new calculations m Moscow about attacking 

or leaning on the PRC, and perhaps make the USSR more pliable m its dealings with Peking 

Specifically, from us they want assurances against U-S -USSR collusion” 9 In addition, the mere 

fact of U S -China talks was bound to cause a stir m Taiwan and force the Natzonahsts to reassess 

their positron Fmally. despne Zhou’s reJection of superpower status, success would clearly boost 

China’s prestige and mtematzonal standmg, and add credence to China’s claims to represent the 

Third World Thus the potential gains were extremely hzgh 

The proposed course of action was not wzthout risk. however. China’s allies. notably North 

Vletna( and Sorth Korea could be expected to feel betrayed by the move and see It as an 

abandonment of China’s ‘solzdmty’ with the Third World China ran the risk of finding itself 

isolated from the soczahst world and dependent on the goodwzll of the United States Such an 

outcome wouId surely have grave consequences for Chinese hopes of regammg Taiwan If 



pubhcly rebuffed by the U S . Chma might fmd itself estranged from soclahst frrends and at the 

mercy of the USSR 
I / 
While n IS difficult to evaluate domestic factors, Mao and Zhou must have anticipated some 

! 
opposmon. gl\ en the Chinese Communists’ long history of denouncmg the U S for lmperiallstic 

I 
I 

motives and beha\ lor, and the emphasis then ideology placed on the class struggle against 
1 

capitalism The fact that Zhou had recently survived the Cultural Revolution, however. suggests 
I 

that his star was high, at least for the moment Zhou and Mao evidently calculated that they could 

thwart whatever domestic opposition arose That they expected some criticrsm is evident m the 

Justlficatlon provided to Chmese Commumst party officials for the invitation to President Nixon It 

cited “Mao’s muted fi-ont writing ‘On Polrcy’ that requrred both unity and independence, and 

distmctllons made between the primary enemy and secondary enemy, and between the temporary 

alhes and mdnect alhes” lo This was Mao’s “flexible apphcatton of prmclple” pohcy which. m 
I 

esence, permitted him to determme when and how to apply sociahst ideology and what actions did 

or did not comport with doctrine 

I t seems clear that Mao and Zhou carefully considered the pros and cons of an approach to 
I 

the C S , determmed that the potential benefits outweighed the potential losses, and planned means 

of diluting the anticipated cnttclsm Nevertheless, Zhou had a formidable task as he entered mto 

negottations v+ith Henry Kissinger For the negotiattons to be successful from a Chinese 

persepedttve. the outcome L\ould ha\e to be one that I)ended Chma’s Isolation l~ithout 

compromtsmg IIS Independence. 2) Identified Soviet aggresslon as the threat. but did not Ignore 

C S lmperiahsm, 3) allotsed for cooperation \vtth the U S without betraymg the Third World . 4:1 

upheld @ma‘s ideologtcal prmciples. and 5) dtd not undermme Chma‘s claim to Tat\\aan 



Zhou’s ‘Statecraft 

Once secret talks were agreed to, personal diplomacy was vu-tually the only tool Zhou could 
I 

employ to achieve China’s objectives From all mdlcations he was a master ofthe art. He 

succeeded m lmpressmg Kxsmger, the professor, at then first meeting m July. 1971 by displaying a 

wealth of knowledge about the Amencan delegation and statements made by the American 

President, and a keen understanding of the state of world affans. His willingness to engage m 
/ 

unmterrupted and lengthy discussions urlth Kissmger indicated the unportance the Chinese attached 

to this endeavor and the respect they held for U S power Zhou’s focus on global issues signalled 

that China’s interest was not m resolving areas of disagreement. but m rdentlfymg areas where the 

two could work together. It was fortuitous that Kissmger agreed with and accepted this approach. 

He writes “Chou and I had both reached the conclusion that the most important result of this first 

encounter Lvould be comprehension by each stde of the fundamental purposes of the other And if 

xve had J’udged correctly, the necessities that had brought us together mould set the direction for our 
I 

future relauonshtp, provided that neither side asked the other to do what its values or interest 

prohibited” ’ * 

Through small but important symbolic gestures. such as offering Kissinger his copy of 

some Nixon remarks and felgnmg ignorance of secret U S -Xorth Vietnamese negotiations. Zhou 

cone mced Kissmger that Zhou was a sensmve observer and worthy mterlocutor The Chrnese 

negouatmg stt le of quickly arrtvmg at then key postttons and then staunchly defending them also 

commanded Klssmger’s respect This approach appears to hale adlanced Chmese goals by forcing 
I 

the Americans to constder and accept at least some of their opponent-s argument Zhou’s tacttc of 



alternating hardlme arguments with softer, more reasonable positions helped him gauge the limits 

wnhm which he could work. and reminded the Amencans that he, too, had a domestic audience to 

satisfy The overall result was to estabhsh the Chinese as equals whose needs had to be respected 

Ehou and Mao were sufficiently sansfied with the results of the secret meetmg to proceed 

with the mvnatlon to President Nixon to visit Beipng. Moscow’s reactron was a sign that the 

strategy was having the intended effect A statement published m Pravda saymg that “ . It goes 

without saying that any designs to use the contacts between Pekmg and Washington for some 

“pressure” on the Soviet t-mon, on the states of the Soclahst communny, are nothing but the result 

of a loss of touch with reahty”‘* rang hollow Subsequent Soviet actions confirmed therr concern. 

They began almost immediately to exert pressure on the Pakistan1 government (which had served as 

China’s mtermedmry with the U S ) by concludmg a treaty of friendship with India. Later that 

same summer, they undertook a “war of nerves” wtth Romania. whose leader also openly supported / 

the Chinese 

The Shanghai Communique. which was the culmmation of Zhou and Klssmger’s talks was. 

however, the best reflection of Zhou’s success Smce Zhou had established hrmself with Kissmger 
I 

as an astute Intellectual. the Amencan could not reject out of hand the unorthodox format Zhou / / 

proposed and which forthrightly identified differences between the U S and Chinese positions. 

Kissinger notes -‘At first I was taken aback But as I reflected further I began to see that the very 

novelty of the approach might resolve our perplevntes A statement of differences would reassure 

allies and friends that then Interests had been defended. --’ This was a critical success for Zhou 

since this format allowed him to resolve the dilemmas he had faced on entermg the negotiations In 

/ 
the process of negouatmg this document. Zhou and Kissmger were able to clarify and understand 



then respective positions and thereby gam clear recogmtlon of each other’s hmlts -Mao and Nixon. 
I 

lvhen they finally met m February of 1972 could confidently sign the document and defend tt to kel 
/ 
I 

constrtuencles Kissmger’s neutral formula on Tarwan, which he notes particularly pleased Zhou. 
I 

was probably more than Zhou expected because m failing to explicitly support Taiwan’s claim. it 
I 

could be interpreted as a mote towards the PRC position The Communique. m clung opposition to 
I 

hegemony, uas clearly directed at the Soviet Union. but gave Chma the flexlbllny to claim 

opposition to hegemomsm by either the U S. or the USSR It allowed China to ‘keep face’ with its 

allies and supporters, and may have even advanced China’s positron with regard to Taiwan. 

Concluyions 

Mao and Zhou achieved then goals because they made clear, accurate judgments about the 

world balance of power and took the actions the situation dictated, without senumentality They 

did not allow the obvious ideological differences to blind them to the possrblhty of common 
I 

interests Instead. they found - or created - the flexlblhty wlthm then ideology to Justify then 

actions Zhou used diplomatic skills to offset China’s mlhtary weakness The Chinese were lucky 

m havmg realists like Nixon and Kissinger as then counterparts, but they recognized and took 

advantage of the opportumty 

It IS difficult to find fault with the strategy Zhou pursued, because it was so successful It did 

fail, hoLever, to anttctpate that a rapprochement with the U S. would mevrtably increase contacts 

between the t\vo nations which were bound to expose neaknesses m the Chinese s> stem They also 
1 

may have fatled to realize that acknowledgmg a need for pohtlcal cooperation lvtth the U S l\oould 

Inevitably lead to economic cooperation and the further mtruslon of captnahst ideas ?Je\ et-the&s. 1 
/ 

they left then successors vttth a China that was Intact and In a stronger mternattonal postnon 
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